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Abstract 
The limits of the conventional model of industrial agriculture, which is typified by negative externalities affecting both the 
environment and public health, are now manifest. A model that is more environmentally friendly and respectful of public health 
is today both a necessity and a great opportunity for Italian producers. Acting with a view to mid-long term sustainability is the 
right choice also in terms of economic results. The current crisis has accelerated quality enhancement: quality has become an 
essential strategic element for being competitive. In the international markets there is a large and growing demand for Italian 
produce, which covers the entire agri-food sector. The growing attention towards aspects of health connected with food 
consumption places organic products in a privileged position. In this context, organic produce is found at the highest end of the 
top-quality products that Italy has to offer. 
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1. Introduction 
Human inventiveness has produced well over 100,000 new chemicals - substances which have never before been 
part of the terrestrial environment. Some, such as substances containing heavy metals and 'persistent organic 
pollutants', have been known to be dangerous for many years already, while fears have been raised about many 
others recently. For most of these chemicals, however, we simply do not know how they pass through the 
 
 
* * Corresponding author. 
E-mail address: vomercati@aboca.it 
 6 Published by Elsevier B.V. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc- d/4.0/).
Peer-review under responsibility of Fondazione Simone Cesaretti
799 Valentino Mercati /  Agriculture and Agricultural Science Procedia  8 ( 2016 )  798 – 802 
environment, whether they are accumulated, dispersed or transformed, and how they affect living organisms at 
different concentrations. 
We know that Europe's chemical industry is growing faster than the economy as a whole, increasing the flow of 
chemicals through Europe's economy. Initiatives aimed at reducing this flow must span the entire chain: the primary 
producers in the chemical industry, all sectors of industry, individual consumers, the waste disposal sector, and more 
(European Environment Agency). 
There are surprisingly few data on the environmental and health costs imposed by agriculture on other sectors 
and interests1. 
Many agricultural practices can exert pressure on the environment and cause soil degradation, water shortages 
and pollution and a loss of natural habitats and biodiversity. The risks for both the environment and (consequently) 
public health deriving from the release of nitrates into the environment, through methods and at concentrations 
incompatible with the biological cycles regulating their biodegradability, are also well known and documented. 
Numerous scientific publications and toxicological and epidemiological studies have shown that many pesticides 
have progressively proved to be considerably more hazardous than originally foreseen, with an impact not only on 
ecosystem equilibrium and biodiversity in general, but also on public health (Beketov MA, Kefford BJ, Schäfer RB, 
Liess M. Pesticides reduce regional biodiversity of stream invertebrates). 
Such effects are called negative externalities because they are usually non-market effects and therefore their costs 
are not part of market prices. Negative externalities are one of the classic causes of market failure whereby the 
polluter does not pay the full costs of their actions, and therefore these costs are called external costs (Baumol & 
Oates 1988; Pretty et al. 2000, 2003a; Dobbs & Pretty 2004; Moss 2008). 
In contrast, a well-evolved agricultural system must be able to counteract climate change and hydrogeological 
degradation, preserving animal and plant biodiversity and guaranteeing full respect for public health. In this 
perspective, agriculture can play a central part in the development of an economic model aimed at sustainability and 
the production of public goods.  
2. Organic agriculture as a paradigm of production process sustainability 
Heavy agricultural reliance on synthetic-chemical fertilizers and pesticides is having serious impacts on public 
health and the environment (Pimentel 2005). As Kesavan says, global agriculture is at a crossroads from the 
ecological, economic and ethical stand points.  
Organic agriculture augments ecological processes that foster plant nutrition yet conserve soil and water 
resources. Organic systems eliminate agrochemicals and reduce other external inputs to improve the environment 
and farm economics. Among the benefits of organic technologies there are higher soil organic matter and nitrogen, 
lower fossil energy inputs, yields similar to those of conventional systems, and conservation of soil moisture and 
water resources (Pimentel 2005).  
Directing agricultural production towards a model that is more environmentally friendly and respectful of public 
health is today both a necessity and an opportunity that Italian producers must be able to seize. 
As described by Fondazione Symbola Italia in its publications, investing in green technologies and products 
means not only producing with an eye to sustainability, but also innovating: 37.9% of companies investing in the 
green economy introduce product or service innovations, in comparison with 18.3% of businesses that do not invest 
in the environment. Greater attention to sustainability also means improved export performance: 37.4% of “green” 
businesses have a market presence abroad, against 22.2% of other companies (Fondazione Symbola data).  
All this confirms that in the current global crisis, it needs to be understood that acting with a view to mid-long 
term sustainability is not only the right thing to do but also translates into important economic results. 
The data show that in the current worldwide economic scenario, the only way to compete is to implement a 
quality-based growth model. The current crisis has accelerated the sector's trend towards higher quality, giving an 
impetus and boost to the companies that concentrate the most on this factor of competitiveness and leaving behind 
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those who have failed to understand the current trends. The net result is that the sector's entrepreneurial backbone 
will in future essentially consist of modern, flexible businesses which have a strong interconnection between 
agrarian traditions and culture, knowledge and innovation, leading to even greater effects on quality (Unioncamere). 
The situation we are witnessing determines a selective growth, meaning that it is manifested in a context in which 
consumers carefully select the products they buy. In this scenario, quality becomes an essential strategic element for 
being competitive. The limits of a growth model based on quantity alone are in fact now manifest. 
It can thus be seen that Italy can successfully compete, guaranteeing employment and development opportunities, 
only if it is able to exploit the qualities that make it stand out, rather than bowing under the cost pressures exercised 
on a global scale.  
This is even more true for the food and agricultural sector. The Made in Italy brand is a key element for Italian 
production and exports in terms of know-how, i.e. of product transformation through a technological process in 
which the specialist knowledge and skill found in Italy are related to its traditions and occupational specialisations 
(Carbone and Henke, 2012). In the agri-food sector, this corresponds to the results produced by the people and 
companies in the food supply chain based on agricultural produce. 
High-quality agriculture is also linked to the dissemination of new development and consumption models based 
on some key principles, such as defence of the land, maximisation of biodiversity, the promotion of local traditions 
and culture (Symbola2) and the protection of public health. 
What might be the trend for the demand for Italian food products over the next few years? To answer this 
question, it should be understood that increased exports could depend on the growth of demand worldwide or, more 
probably, on a greater ability to position Italian products in international markets. 
In such markets (from Europe to Russia, without forgetting North America and Asia) there is a large and growing 
demand for Italian foods of all types, from wine, in which the top end of the market was once the exclusive realm of 
the French, to fresh produce. 
It can thus be seen that organic farming is a sector of excellence in the Italian food industry and is the result of 
both public and private investment in agricultural research. The data for the organic sector show a strong 
countertrend in comparison with the stagnation - or even recession – that we are currently experiencing. Despite the 
depressed consumption caused by the economic and financial crisis, in recent years the organic sector has seen a 
growth in both consumption and the area of land under cultivation, confirming the vitality of this sector, which is 
sustained by the growing consumer demand for healthy, environmentally friendly foods. Analysis of the current 
trend suggests that a different food market will emerge from the crisis; one that will unite reduced waste with new 
product quality targets. The performance of exports also indicates significant potential, which has not yet been fully 
exploited. 
3. The growth of the organic sector: important opportunities for Italian organic farming 
Global data reveal that while there is a general contraction in food consumption, the global revenue from organic 
products continues to rise (+1.3% in 2012) to a value of around €50 billion (Organic Monitor). Demand is highest in 
North America and Europe. In Europe, the consumption of organic products has quadrupled in ten years, and in the 
same period half a million hectares have been converted to organic production every year.  
The most important European market is Germany, with a turnover of more than €7 billion (Bioreport 2013). Italy 
takes first place in terms of the value of organic exports, and is also the European leader for the number of organic 
producers. In terms of cultivated area, Italy is in sixth place worldwide, following Spain, China, the USA, Argentina 
and Australia (Organic Monitor). 
Data on the sector’s growth and the reasons underlying this growth show that the consumption of organic 
products has evolved from the original model, which comprised a consumer group who bought organic produce to 
the exclusion of everything else. Organic products have left behind their “niche” position and now contribute 
significantly to both internal food consumption and exports. 
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According to Nomisma, Italian food producers, whose range consists of over 50% of organic products, succeed in 
exporting 77% of the wine, 75% of the fruit and vegetables and 74% of the oil they produce. In contrast, companies 
whose organic products account for less than 50%, export just 27% of the oil, 26% of the fruit and vegetables and 
23% of the vinegar they produce. Organic production significantly helps the export of Italian food products. Organic 
wine is an excellent example of this: Italy is now the leader in European exports. 
The sector still offers ample room for growth. On balance, household spending is expected to rise, and moreover 
there is a growing ability to attract new types of consumer. It should also be stressed that the European market has 
grown faster than the area under cultivation (Ismea), meaning that European farmers are unable to satisfy the 
continent's demand for organic products and consumers must often make do with imports. There is therefore plenty 
of room on the market for companies investing in organic farming. Despite its leading position, it can be seen that 
the potential of the Italian organic sector has only been exploited in part: there is in fact a lot of ground still to cover. 
Italy needs more robust organic companies, and internationalisation offers the opportunity for this growth 
(SINAB). It is thus essential to be prepared to exploit the opportunities presented by the market by exporting 
products of excellence to new foreign markets, where there is ample room for the Italian organic sector. 
4. The reasons for success: a growing focus on health and greater perceived quality  
The growing attention towards aspects of health connected with food consumption places organic products in a 
privileged position: demand is rising and the organic sector continues to buck current trends in spite of the crisis. An 
increasing interest in organic agriculture for food production is seen throughout the world and one key reason for 
this interest is the assumption that organic food consumption is beneficial to public health3. A Nomisma panel test 
revealed that, in Italy, the purchase of organic products is ever more motivated by a search for products considered 
to be safer and healthier, due to their lack of synthetic chemicals and pesticides. Another fundamental aspect is that 
of perceived quality: 70% believe that organic products are of higher quality than conventional products. 
In fact, a growing number of international studies4 bear witness to the contribution that organic products offer to 
health, due to the absence of residual pesticides and their greater antioxidant power, connected with their higher 
level of phenols. It seems relevant to note that these studies show that the benefits do not seem to be explained by 
these individual variables alone, but may be due to synergic effects between the various components in organic 
foods. 
Conclusions 
The cited studies and current market dynamics both indicate that the values that differentiate organic products are 
an ever more indispensable selling point. 
For this reason, and given their higher perceived quality, Italian organic produce is found at the highest end of the 
top quality products that Italy has to offer. 
Italian organic produce has a universally positive image. Keeping the commercial promise associated with the 
Made in Italy brand is fundamental: this aspect deserves particular attention, so as not to diminish the value of a 
worldwide icon. To enter or consolidate their presence in the international market, Italian businesses can count on 
some important strengths that characterise the Italian organic sector, which is the fruit of the indispensable 
interconnection between culture, tradition and environment.  
The fundamental importance of protection of the environment and of public health are clearly seen in this 
context. Marketing strategies must be based on these foundations in order to maximise the potential of top-quality 
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specialities by effectively conveying the uniqueness of a superior product and its flavour, its tradition and its 
healthfulness. These values are both characteristic of and, thanks to the way in which it is produced, intrinsic to 
organic produce.  
A full understanding of these dynamics, and the orientation of the production process in consequence, are the 
greatest opportunity that the crisis offers us. 
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